sponsors the project, placed a moratorium on any new releases of data pending a review of their implications for national security.
Officials at the agency will not say what the security implications of releasing the data might be. But accurate topographical data have various obvious military uses. They are indispensable, for example, for the navigation of low-flying, high-speed aircraft and of cruise missiles.
On 5 December, NIMA cleared the release of SRTM cell maps of the United States and its territories on the grounds that similar data are already in the public domain. These new maps are now available and join the handful of cell images of an area in Colorado that had been released before 11 September.
Data for the project were collected during a space-shuttle flight in February 2000. The Earth's surface between the latitudes 60 degrees north and 56 degrees south were scanned and, by comparing radar images taken from each end of a 60-metre boom, the SRTM's interferometer measured points of elevation on the Earth's surface. The measurements were originally expected to be within 16 metres, but researchers estimate that the instrument achieved twice that precision. "We see this as an important opportunity to develop high technology in Spain," says Felix Yndurain, CIEMAT's director general, "but we haven't yet discussed where the money will come from." He adds that Spain will decide in about three months whether to pursue the idea further.
At the beginning of 2002, Spain will assume the presidency of the European Union -a platform that is often used by member states to launch grandiose initiatives. Spain may decide that an offer to host ITER would appropriately signal its growing scientific and technical aspirations. But critics point out that the country has no special expertise in the technology of magnetic fusion that will be used by ITER.
The United States' withdrawal from ITER in 1998, as well as the doubts of the other partners -Japan, Russia and the European Union -about the likely cost of the original ITER design proposal, have caused the project to be slowed and scaled back. The partners say that they are negotiating a legal framework for it, but will not choose a site until the end of next year at the earliest. Their choice will rest largely on which -if any -bid can muster the political support that will be needed to complete the project. s Bush met with the group immediately after its first meeting on 12 December, which optimists take as an encouraging sign of his interest in the panel. White House officials say that PCAST will concentrate its early efforts in four areas: energy efficiency, information technology, counter-terrorism, and an overall assessment of federal research funding. They add that the heavy representation of information technology on the panel reflects its importance to the economy and to science.
Spain sets sights on fusion facility
According to a source familiar with Bush's plans for PCAST, the panel will concentrate on preparing memos to the president, rather than public reports. At the annual meeting of the American Geophysical Union in San Francisco earlier this month, scientists who had applied more than a year ago for access to the emerging maps were forced to cancel a presentation that would have been based on information from the images.
"We had hoped that the restriction would be lifted in time for the meeting," says Peter Mouginis-Mark, a volcanologist at the University of Hawaii in Honolulu who wants to use the cell maps to study the geological effects of the 1991 eruption of Mount Pinatubo.
Although most of the Earth has been mapped in detail from space, the elevation information for many areas is incomplete. Mouginis-Mark and several other scientists who presented their SRTM plans at the meeting are still waiting for the non-US maps. "The whole community is very anxious to get them," says Mouginis-Mark.
John LaBrecque, the NASA liaison with the Pentagon on the SRTM, says he has no idea when NIMA will release the non-US maps. "It is still under review," he says.
Even when the maps do enter the public domain, NIMA's original agreement with NASA allows the military to keep the most accurate versions for itself. For territories outside the United States, the public maps will have a resolution only one-third as precise as those held by the US military. 
